


B |n the ‘action research model’, city governments agree a working relationship with a local research or
academic to undertake a collaborative effort in which groups of practitioners work with researchers to
better understand their own institutional environment and how best to tailor their responses to that
environment to achieve organisational and policy objectives.
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The action research model

As can be seen from this report, in which strategic regeneration can be subdivided into ten important
themes, regeneration is a complex task. That complexity is magnified in most urban management
environments, which are dynamic in that they change over time, sometimes rapidly (for example, a
large factory closes, increasing unemployment) and are subject to ‘intervening variables’ which are
outside the control of local government or its partners (a 'head office’ decision in another city or country
impacts the local economy).

Complex urban management challenges benefit from a variety of expertise being applied to the analysis
of problems, determination of a working solution and implementation of these. This is the way in which,
increasingly, local governments now team up with other partners from the public, private, voluntary and
community sectors in formal or informal partnerships.

Research organisations are now found to be valuable partners in urban management. These can be
institutes or universities, with the main criteria being that they are prepared to work according to an
‘handson’ action research model of policy intervention (described below), rather than a traditional
‘handsoff’ social scientific approach. The local government must be prepared to accept on-going, real
time, constructive criticism from their research partner. If these conditions hold, partnerships between
cities and research organisations can make a valuable contribution to urban management and
regeneration tasks.
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The WCP pilot project

In the WCP each city government partner agreed a working relationship with one or more local
academic partners on an action research model. Researchers and practitioners work together in with
a collaborative ‘action research’ approach in order to gain more in-depth knowledge of practicebased
responses and achieve realistic organisational and policy developments.

Learning unlocked in this approach has been enhanced in the WCP in valuable transnational
interaction; information exchanges; bilateral secondments between cities; and study visits of project
members to partner cities and other cities in Europe facing similar urban regeneration challenges.
The results of these experiences have added essential learning points documented in this toolkit. In
addition, a project data base draws on examples of good practice of waterfront regeneration from
around the world.
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Action research approach

The action research model links cities with local research organisations to work steadily to improve
the quality of governance - as it unfolds. This means politicians and local government officers, citizen
representatives and other players discussing their concerns over policies with the research team,
thereby getting critical but constructive feedback at the time when it is most useful. It requires
openness on the part of cities as well as a proactive, involved approach to research.

‘Action research’ in organisations is intended to produce direct results in terms of innovation in policy,
planning and implementation. This newer approach to research needs to be contrasted to traditional
methods of inquiry in the social sciences which require that the primary objective of research
remains unaltered during the research process and that the research is neutral and dispassionate
throughout the process. The action research approach on the other hand:

1. involves direct or indirect intervention by researchers in the process they are studying thus
altering that process on an on-going basis;

2. emphasises construction reflection on day-to-day business of urban management and unlocks
‘learning-by-doing’ from that process;

3.replaces the neutral observer with a multi-disciplinary learning group;

action research model

4. uses pluralistic evaluation characterised by concern for institutional functioning, monitoring of
project implementation, subjective views of major constituent groups, and a variety of data
sources brought to bear for evaluation; and

5. always attempts to generate replicable learning from urban management experiences.

Further Information

A source of further information is the book Managing Sustainable Development (M. Carley and
. Christie, 2000).
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L4

The centre for Public Space Research is the academic partner for Odense Municipality, sharing
research results and knowledge on how to develop ‘a living city’ which emphasises human life
before buildings. This emphasis on planning for positive human interaction before designing the built
environment puts Odense in an innovative position within the Danish planning system. Cooperation
between planners and academics has been both useful and inspiring. The planners have new
insight into theory, new planning methods and examples of best practice. On the other side,
academics have new insights into planning structure - problems and possibilities - and the chance of
seeing methods developed through research being implemented in real life. Further cooperation is
intended during the development period for Odense Harbour.

The academic advisor in Edinburgh prepared a constructive critique of the city’s waterfront
regeneration programme examining:

the broad vision

the strategy for the whole waterfront

the detailed master plans for development sites, and

the statutory planning framework, in the form of local plans

Good examples from partner cities were used as a point of inspiration and recommendations for taking

forward the city’s programme were suggested. These included the rapid establishment of a waterfront
partnership of landowners and other stakeholders, including community representatives, and the
appointment of a partnership manager answerable to the partnership rather than any one partner per se.

learning from cities
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In Schiedam, the academic partner carried out a critical but constructive analysis of the redesign and
reuse of the railway ‘station square’ - the gateway to the city -, the role of floor management;
coordinated a mini-symposium; and run the Project Bureau Schieveste in its regeneration. In
addition, a photo project for 7th grade students was also reviewed and judged to be a success for all
participants. On the recommendations of the academic partner a ‘bottleneck’ in the flow of
information about the project from the project management bureau to other stakeholders was
improved. This supported what the academic partner identified as the successful activities of the
floor manager in being the ‘eyes and ears’ of the Schieveste project for local people.

At the local level in Gateshead, there has been a significant involvement of the Newcastle
University in the development of studies surrounding the waterfront. A particular research project
undertaken by Newcastle University on planning and community participation created an
interesting debate between members of the Council and academics on how to apply the
findings to the development of the waterfront areas and revealed anomalies in the previous
research data arising from the Housing Market Renewal Pathfinder surveys covering the same
geographical areas.

With some of the same staff, The Demos Project pioneered the action research model used by
the Waterfront Communities Project. It was funded by the EU ‘Cities of Tomorrow’ programme to
explore innovation in citizen participation by innovating in cities and then learning from those
processes. Using action research, academic partners in each city worked with local government
and citizen organisations to not only study, but also to improve participation processes as they
unfolded. Although EU funding has since expired, this learning network is of such value to its
participants that they continue to meet and work together at their own expense. In terms of
practical details, Demos links eight city councils in seven countries and research organisations.
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